
 
           

Parashat Va’Etchanan – August 13, 2022 – 16 Av 5782 

 

Dear TBE Friends and Family, 

Parashat Va’etchanan, that we read this week, is among the “block busters” of the 
annual Torah cycle.  It contains both the Shema (including the V’ahavta) and the Ten 
Commandments (or “Ten Utterances” in Hebrew).  It is the first of these momentous 
texts on which I focus my remarks this week. 

In a thought-provoking analysis on Va’etchanan, Rabbi Jay Kelman asserts that the 
rabbis’ explicit obligation that we do this reading on the first Shabbat following Tisha 
b’Av, also known as the Shabbat of Consolation, was meant to deliver the message that 
a prayer heard is not necessarily a prayer met with the response that one 
requests.  The path through which Kelman derives this conclusion is a bit too complex 
to summarize here, though I would be happy to trace it out offline.  But the assertion 
itself raises interesting questions about what it means to “be heard” more 
generally.  This is a critical matter in an era in which parties with competing visions find 
it challenging – almost impossible – to engage in dialogue. 

In 2018 Yossi Klein Halevi of the Hartman Institute in Jerusalem, a classically educated 
student of Talmud and ardent Zionist published a book entitled Letters to My Palestinian 
Neighbor.  In it he sets out various arguments supporting Israel’s right to exist as an 
independent, expressly Jewish state.  But he also acknowledges various dimensions of 
Israel’s history and of the circumstances of the Palestinian people that concede the 
validity of some of the arguments that they advance for statehood and that, in some 
cases, underlie their resentment of Israel’s existence.  

Halevi makes clear in the book and in talks that he has delivered since its release that 
he is not expecting to convert Palestinians who read it to an embrace of Zionism.  Nor is 
he in any way giving ground in his assertion of Israel’s legitimacy.  But these differences 
do not render the arguments moot or their author unsuccessful.  For what Halevi 
explains his purpose in writing the book was was to create a forum in which readers on 
both sides of the divide would be able to hear each other’s narratives and to recognize 
the deep truths embedded in each.  That is to say, Halevi’s larger project is to allow 
each party to be heard without the “hearing” necessarily resulting in their interlocutor 
acceding to their position. 

As it is in heaven, so should it be on earth.  What new possibilities might we create in 
our lives, in our society, in our relationships, if we were to embrace Halevi’s truth, the 
rabbis’ truth as illustrated in their placement of this week’s parashah?  What if we 
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allowed ourselves to believe that others’ “failure” to see things our way was not 
reflective of their refusal (or inability) to hear us, but rather of their arrival at a different 
conclusion even having heard what we had to say? 

It is, in some ways, a frightening prospect, because it requires that we relinquish our 
faith that our own deeply held beliefs capture some ultimate and complete “truth”.  But 
isn’t this the very point of engagement with others? The opportunity to grow our own 
understanding through exposure to another’s idea and reality. 

May the weeks that we now count between Tisha b’Av and the coming High Holidays 
(yes, we are already reorienting towards the arrival of the New Year) be a period in 
which all those who are aggrieved find comfort and in which the brokenness of our 
world finds some measure of repair. 

Shabbat shalom, 

Rabbi Rachel Safman 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


